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When representatives of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State voted on 

May 3 1. 1902, to accept the peace terms worked out wrth the Bntrsh by their negotrators, 

they took pride m the stunnmgly effective war therr “rgnorant peasant communmes” had 

waged agamst the army of the greatest empire m the world r For two and a half years, 

Boer ‘commando” umts had astomshed professronal observers by demonstratmg that an 

irregular and decentralized force, equipped wrth modem weapons, highly mobile, and 

sensibly led, could hold its own agamst a vastly supenor European army - at least for a 

whrle 

The overall strategy and the guerrlla tactics the Boer fighters implemented drd not 

derrve from formal study of the mrhtary classrcs at one of the new European mrhtary 

academies Boer commumtres in the great South At&an mterror tended to be Isolated 

and inbred, the Boer leaders who were educated and cosmopolnan were busmessmen or 

professronals rather than soldiers Few Boers would have had the slightest famrllanty 

with Clausewrtz, Sun Tzu, or Jomrm Rather, the Boers developed a drstmctrve but 

hrghly effectrve form of warfare durmg 250 years of conflrct with the native AfIlcan 

trrbes m the unforgrvmg South Afrrcan veldt Though the srmrlanty was umntentronal, 

and then- forces not a conventronal army, the manner m winch the Boers fought agamst 

the Vrctorran Brrtrsh at the turn of the century (1899-l 902) constrtutes a classic case of 

war conducted accordmg to the precepts delineated m Sun Tzu’s The Art of War If the 

experience of the Anglo-Boer war 1s representative rather than a hrstoncal anomaly, then 

Sun Tzu was nght a mrhtary force that operates accordmg to ins precepts wrll 

FT Lesley J W&w 
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successfully challenge the enemy But what the Boer expenence also suggests IS that an 

outnumbered guenlla force fighting -- however bnlhantly-- accordmg to Sun Tzu or to 

Sun Tzu-hke precepts can a&eve a rough stasis mth a superior enemy but cannot force 

a decisive victory, either m a part~ular battle or m the war itself In the end, what Sun 

Tzu-type strategy and tactics got the Boers was enough attention and respect from the 

embarrassed and war-weary Brutish pohtlcal leader&p to wnng more of then- pohtlcal 

objectives out of the peace negotiations than the fighters othertvlse could have hoped for 

The two Boer natlons, the South Ahcan Republic (Transvaal) and the Orange 

Free State, declared war on the Bntlsh empire m October 1899 for two reasons- first, to 

prevent Bntlsh annexation of their independent countlles mto the rest of the crown 

terrltones m South Afica, and second, to mamtam Boer culture and pohtlcal control of 

the republics agamst the pressure of unnugratmg Batlsh settlers Boer leaders did not 

make the decision to challenge the global superpower hghtly As conscious as Sun Tzu 

that war 1s “the road to survival or rum,” they took the time to analyze their chances and 

to prepare themselves for combat before attacking the Brmsh colomes to the east and 

south ’ Boer leaders thoroughly understood Sun Tzu’s point that knowmg the enemy 1s a 

necessary pre-condltlon to successful warfare They also took h.s corollary that subduing 

the enemy lmthout fightmg 1s the acme of polmcal and m&ary skrll 3 Well-plugged mto 

the London pohtlcal scene, the Boers were seasoned manipulators of the Bntlsh pohtlcal 

dynamic They followed Sun Tzu’s dictum to divide the enemy by cultlvatmg an 

mfluentlal band of sympatizers m the opposition Liberal Party to ensure that Boer views 

’ The descrlptlon IS from Wmston Churchill, The Boer War (New York W W Norton & Co, 1989), 32 
’ Sun Tzu, The Art of War @ew York Oxford Umverslty Press, 1971), 63 



were kept m front of Brrtrsh oprmon-makers and the public Boer actrvrsts also fomented 

stnfe between the Liberals and the governing Conservatrves on South Afi-rcan issues 

@ate Although the Liberals drd not return to power m trme to help the Boer cause, then 

vorce was rmportant m moderatmg the Brrtrsh terms for surrender ) The Boers also 

looked for opporturntres m Bntam’s relatronshrp wrth other European powers, concludmg 

that the Boer cause had a sportmg chance to wm the support of France or Germany, states 

who might be wrllmg to tweak the British m the hmterlands As Sun Tzu observed, 

drsruptmg alllances was excellent offensive strategy 4 

The Chmese theoretrcran advised would-be warrmg states to consider five factors 

m assessmg then- prospects for a successful war moral mfluence, weather, terrain, 

doctrme, and command ’ The Boer expenence suggests these are vrtal but not sticrent 

mdrcators of mrhtary success, given that the prospects for a Boer success appeared very 

good based on these five measures Sun Tzu’s “moral mfluence,” defined roughly as 

popular support for the country’s leadership m its conduct of the war, was an rmportant 

source of Boer dnve and determmanon Although there were pro-Brrtrsh Boers and 

others who opposed the war, by and large the populatrons of the two republics were 

prepared to follow their leaders and were strongly motrvated to provide Boer fighting 

forces wrth matenal and psychologrcal support The depth of the popular commrtment to 

the cause was clearly demonstrated by the refusal of so many Boer fanuhes to give up 

under the harsh terms of Lord Krtchener’s scorched earth pohcres m 1900 to 1902 As 

for the factors of weather and ten-am, the home team Boers naturally had a decisive 

3 Ibld, 54,77 
a Ibld, 78 



advantage over foreign fighters After more than two centunes of on/off struggles wrth 

native tnbes, they were experts at gaugmg what Sun Tzu calls “the conformatron of the 

ground” and fighting m the extreme weather of the South Afi~an veldt 

Sun Tzu’s final determmants for success, doctnne and command, can be 

examined m the Boer War context given some latrtude for the effects of lnstory and 

technologrcal mnovatron In do&me, whrch Sun Tzu defines as the orgamzatron, 

control, and supply of forces, the Boers followed the spent rf not exactly the letter of hts 

prmcrples With hrs emphasis on practrcahty and proven effectiveness, Sun Tzu would 

have appreciated that the Boer command structure not only contnbuted to the remarkable 

morale of the Boer fighters and crv~hans but was a flexrble mlhtary tool that enabled the 

Boers to fight and often prevarl against staggermg odds (Boer forces, which may have 

totaled somewhere between 60,000 and 75,000, probably never exceeded 40,000 m the 

field at any time The Bntrsh began wrth less than 20,000 but escalated to 250,000 by the 

end of the war j The commando structure, whrch orgamzed all adult men mto relatively 

small drstnct-based groups under the nommal leadershrp of democratrcally elected 

officers, had developed out of the Boers’ expenence m fighting the native tnbes The 

commando structure relied on the competence of the mdrvrdual fighter and the practical 

expenence of the localized group rather than the abihtres or mihtary gemus of a general 

The Boer force was less a single army - though rt did have an overall commandant and 

was able to carry out a umfied strategy over the entrre geographic area under its control - 

than an allrance of committed local umts. An emphasis on success m battle rather than 

formal orgamzatronal structure combmed wrth the downward delegation of authonty 

‘IbId, 63 



offered opportumty to those commando fighters who demonstrated command qualities 

The commando leaderslup corps m toto was remarkably able and provided a stnkmg 

contrast to Its British counterpart 6 

The weapons used by the commandos were a crucial factor m the Boers’ capacity 

to handle themselves m an unevenly matched confhct Boer political and military leaders 

had anticipated that the empire’s access to considerable reservoirs of manpower and 

matenel would be a telling and perhaps even an unbndgeable advantage if the war did 

not end qmckly To compensate for then limited manpower, the Boers bought every 

matenal advantage that advanced weapons manufacturers could provide for the potential 

underdog Wmston Churchill was among many chagrmed Bntlsh partlclpants to 

recogmze too late that not only had the Boers “neglected nothmg” m outfittmg 

themselves for the commg clash, possessmg the most advanced nfles and artillery 

available, but the South Afncans had also “utlhzed the best expert opmlon” m trammg 

for the use of these weapons 7 The deadly advantage technology gave to the Boers was 

evident from the skewed death rates throughout the course of the war 

The way the Boers conducted the guenlla war IS vn-tually a textbook example of 

Sun Tzu m action, especially m terms of hrs emphasis on deception, cunmng, surpnse, 

speed, and mtelhgence as force multlphers The loosely confederated Boer army was 

obviously unsated to large-scale complicated campaigns, as Sun Tzu advised, Boer 

6 The commando structure has been extenswely mvestlgated and described For a good summary, see Ian 
Knight and Gerry Embleton, The Boer Wars /2), 1898-1902 (London Osprey Books, 1996), 7-13 
’ ChurchAl, Boer War, 32 



mlhtary chiefs avoided frontal confrontatrons wrth supenor Bntrsh forces * Instead, the _ . 

Boers planned offensive action based on then most outstandmg capabrlmes unmatched 

mobrlq, phenomenal marksmanshrp, intimate knowledge of the terram, and excellent 

mtelhgence SkrllfUy explortmg these advantages, the Boers increased the fog around 

the Bntrsh forces, boosted fnctron, and waged psychologrcal warfare agamst the 

demoralized troops “All warfare is based on deception,” commented Sun Tzu “When 

near, make rt appear that you are far away, when far away, that you are near ” ’ The Boer 

forces kept the Brmsh off-balance for most of the war Outdoorsmen and experts m 

survrval m the rough veldt, Boer commando units were reportedly capable of covermg up 

to sixty miles a day on then pomes, day after day, whrle then enemy, generally unhorsed 

untrl the end of the war, moved on foot The Boer mounted fighters were legendary for 

then ambushes, then hrt-and run attacks, and then elusiveness when hunted. Formidable 

Boer marksmanshrp heightened what Sun Tzu called the negative “moral factor” of the 

Bntrsh So did the Boers’ use of smokeless powder, winch hid the posmons of 

ambushmg fighters and increased fear and pamc m the Brmsh ranks, as well as the Boers’ 

unsportmg but defimtely unnervmg tactic of firing from camouflaged trenches 

The Boer? skillful collectron of mtelhgence and cunnmg use of mrsmformatron 

were pnme weapons m then- efforts to keep the Bntrsh off-balance and insecure Sun 

Tzu stressed the importance of “foreknowledge” as a key to successful battle, the Boers 

also thoroughly appreciated the advantages that good intelligence and espionage provided 

’ Sun Tzu, War, 80 
91bld,66 



then war effort. lo Operating m then own terntory, Flth the active supports of thousands 

of Boer famrhes scattered throughout the war area, the Boers made mtelhgence collectron 

a force multrpher, both an offensive as well as a defensive weapon The Bntrsh. m 

contrast, were slow to understand the value of mtelhgence - however ungentlemanly a 

practice - and pard a heavy pnce for rt 

The Boers drdn’t get everythmg right.. They made what Sun Tzu would have 

predrcted were senous mistakes and they did so for reasons he would have considered 

rmmrcal to successful warfare The commandos typically did everythmg they could to 

avoid casualtres - behavior one would expect m small groups composed of related men 

and neighbors from the local drstnct While thrs had a plus srde (an outnurnbered force, 

reluctant to incur casualtres, resorted to smarter tactics to beat the odds) rt also made the 

Boers reluctant to go on the offensive They drd not like to get out of their defensive 

posrtrons or to follow-through a successful ambush wrth a nsky attack As Sun Tzu 

pointed out, the possrbrhty of vrctory lies m the attack, not the defense I1 Thrs caution 

also fed mto the Boers’ prochvrty for sieges Sun Tzu specrfically advised agamst 

attacking clues on the grounds that an assault on a walled compound was a sure way to 

lose a good portron of the army l2 Durmg the bnef penod at the start of the war when 

Boer forces outnumbered the Bntrsh army, the Boers wasted time and mmatrve 

blockadmg garrison towns Yet only drd they wm no mrhtary advantages from these 

sieges (the touns were relieved m the spnng of 1900) but also press and eyewrtness 

lo Ibld, 145 
l1 IbId, 85 
” Ibld, 78 



reports of the hellish condmons m the starvmg garnsons cost the Boers some advantage 

in international opimon 

So why, rf the Boers were bemg as rmagmatrve as Sun Tzu could wash regarding 

decephon and mtelhgence, rf they were using every technologrcal advantage to the 

fullest. rf they were mobile and smart and tactrcally adept, didn’t they get the payoff Sun 

Tzu promrses7 Why didn’t they wm the war7 The Bntrsh -- whose inept leadership 

durmg the fust part of the war became the Joke of Europe, who were consistently 

outgunned and outmaneuvered by the Boers, whose doctrme was outmoded, who were 

arrogant and drsorgamzed and too frequently Just plam awful m the field -- were able to 

convmce the Boers to give up the fight wrthout decrsrvely beating them How3 

One of the mam reasons 1s that the Bntrsh offered fan-ly good terms the Boer 

repubhcs lost their independence. but mamtamed a considerable degree of autonomy and 

self-rule To some extent, then, the Boers gave up because they achieved an acceptable 

number of then polihcal objechves 

They were of course weary and tired of fighting The Boer commandos were not 

professronal soldiers and wanted to return to then farms The problem w&r thrs 

explanahon as the mam unpetus for the surrender IS that the Boers surrendered from a 

posrtron of considerable strength, not only were they fielding a force of more than 20,000 

m mid- 1902, but the most successful commando leaders wanted to keep fighting 



Part of the answer may be found m Sun Tzu _ The Chmese master assumed that 

both forces would be major armies, 1 e , he does not antrcrpate the snuatron m which one 

of the forces may implement ins precepts but never be strong enough to attack wrth any 

expectation of a decisive success Except during the very first days of the war, the Bntrsh 

always had sufficrent forces to recover from Boer assaults, however costly the attack 

might be By 1902 the Bnhsh outnumbered the commandos by a factor of over ten to 

one Mrhtanly, the Boers could make the Bntrsh forces bleed but they couldn’t make 

them bleed to death Because of the mismatch m forces, the Bntrsh could prevent any 

partrcular engagement wrth the Boers from becoming & decisive battle No matter how 

skrllfully they fought, and using all of Sun Tzu’s force multrphers, the Boers could bnng 

the Bntrsh to a standstrll but could not dnve them out of the country Sun Tzu isn’t 

much help m this srtuatron The only recourse for the Boers would appear to be breaking 

the polmcal wrll of the Bntrsh - and by 1902 that possrbrhty was mcreasmgly remote 

In addmon, Sun Tzu is unclear on what strategy one should adopt when the 

enemy becomes wrse enough to fight according to the same precepts As the war went 

on. the Brmsh realized then error m thmkmg that the Boer capital clues or any one 

portion of the commando force was the center of gravity they needed to crush The 

guenlla forces were too drspersed, and the cmes meant little The only real center of 

gravity m the Boer guenlla war was the wrll of the people To crush that wrll, the Bntrsh 

decided to (a) hit at the home front, and (b) use guenlla tactics agamst the Boer fighters 

Begmnmg m the summer of 1900, the Bntrsh launched a scorched earth pohcy that 

included mcarceratron of Boer famrhes mto concentratron camps Targeted at the morale 



of both the homefront and the fightmg forces, this pohcy had a very significant impact on 

the Boers’ enthusiasm for contmumg the fight The Bntlsh also began to orgamze and 

tram n-regular umts m the same guerllla tactics used by the Boers By the spring of 1902, 

as Boer negotiators were meetmg \nth then British counterparts, the British guerlllas 

were enjoying increasing success. 

The Boer guenllas, expenenced and motivated, might have been able to handle 

the limited number of guenllas the Bntish were able to put m the field - except for the 

fact that the British still had a large conventional army and were using ths army 1~1th 

increasing vigor and effect as an occupation force The commandos had no comparable 

force to secure hurl agamst ths army The guenllas were mevltably runnmg out of places 

to lude and they didn’t have the force to get the enemy off their necks No Sun Tzu 

tactics could get them out of that predicament 

Followmg extensive grassroots dlscusslons, the decision to surrender was put 

before sixty Boer delegates m late May 1902 After two days of emotlonal dlscussIon, 

the vote was 54 to 6 to accept the terms l3 

I3 The Eoer War has been extennvelq covered by Bntlsh and South Afi~an hlstonans In addltlon to the 
works already cited, the followmg works provide background and analysis of the confhct Jay Stone and 
Erwm A Schmldl, The Boer War and Mdrtay Reforms (Lanham, Md Umverslty Press of America, 1988:) 
Michael Barthorp, The Anglo-Boer Wurs (London Blandford Press, 1987), Thomas Pakenham. lrh Boer 
War (Yew York, Random House, 1979) 


